




A Costa dos Murmúrios and O Vale da Paixão - acts of female resistance to the Portuguese patriarchal order 

Speaking of Lídia Jorge and her novels, particularly A Costa dos Murmúrios and O Vale da Paixão is no easy task, considering the enormous quantity of critical work that has already been published both on the author and on the two novels in question. Just to give very few recent examples, I would like to mention the volume published last year and organized by Ana Paula Ferreira Para um Leitor Ignorado. Ensaios sobre a ficção de Lídia Jorge that includes extremely highly valuable contributions on O vale da Paixão, such as the one by Cláudia Pazos Alonso. Andreia Azevedo Soares’s master thesis A Manta intertextual do Vale da Paixão of the University of Porto is equally en eye opener on the novel. With regard to A Costa do Murmúrios, there are too many critical works to be named on what I personally consider Lídia Jorge’s best novel. But then, again, I am far from objective about it since I wrote my own PhD on it. 
So, when I was preparing this lecture, I was confronted with the question of what writing about these two novels that would sound slightly original. I found a reflection of my dilemma in some of Maria Luci Lepecki’s words, taken from her essay “A menina de Valmares - sobre o Vale da Paixão” and her contribution to the volume above mentioned Para Um Leitor Ignorado:

Convivo com O vale da Paixão desde que foi publicado, em 1998.  Estudei-o em turmas de licenciatura e de mestrado, muitas vezes o debati com alunos. Guardo a família Dias na memória, com a mesma nitidez de uma outra família, os Cambará, da espantosa saga de Érico Veríssimo, O Tempo e o Vento. Conheço os meandros da casa de Valmares, oiço o coxear de Custódio, vislumbro a figura seca do patriarca Francisco, sinto mistérios em Maria Ema. Tal não impediu que, ao longo de anos, tivesse procurado uma interpretação satisfatória . Tive de andar por muitos caminhos à procura de o que o livro é.
Pensei estar diante de extensa metáfora narrativa, sucessivas concretizações, em personagens e eventos, de questões epistemológicas postas a quem escreve texto de natureza histórica – no caso, uma biografia. Não era difícil sustentar a hipótese, pois O vale da Paixão representa com muita clareza a problemática da reconstituição do passado, num sistema de conexões, conhecido de todo o historiador, onde o acontecido, o suposto e o definitivamente imaginado se juntam para formar uma realidade que, diferindo da (irrecuperável) matéria de facto, seja verosímil, plausível, convincente e válida, na infidelidade de que não se pode livrar.” (Lepecki 109, 110)

I have chosen this fragment in the first place because it reflects my own search, and I suspect the search of many other critics, for an interpretation and an understanding of not only O vale da Paixão, but also of other novels by Lídia Jorge that equally offer the reflection on major existential issues, such as life in general and on identity in particular. Secondly, by mentioning the hard task of the reconstitution of the past approached in the novel, Lúcia Lepecki rises other equally important issues that intercalate with identity, namely the relative value of memory in its dialogue with individual and collective history, issues that Lídia Jorge herself already mentions in A Costa do Murmúrios:

Esse é um relato encantador. Li-o com cuidado e concluí que tudo nele é exacto e verdadeiro, sobretudo em matéria de cheiro e som – disse Eva Lopo. (...) Pelo que me diz respeito, o seu relato foi uma espécie de lamparina de álcool que iluminou, durante esta tarde, um local que escurece de semana a semana, dia a dia, à velocidade dos anos. (...) O sentido da sua recordação, atendendo ao que recorda, mantém-se tão inviolável quanto o é, por exemplo,  a razão profunda do pêssego. Nessa matéria, é um erro imaginar que as pessoas sejam superiores às aves, às trutas ou aos pêssegos. (...) Misterioso como o pêssego -  uma memória fluida é tudo o que fica de qualquer tempo, por mais intenso que tenha sido o sentimento, e só fica enquanto não se dispersa no a. Embora, ao contrário do que pensa, não ignore a História. Acho até interessante a pretensão da História, ela é um jogo muito mais útil e complexo do que as cartas de jogar.  Mas neste caso, porque insiste em História e em memória, e ideias dessas que tanto inquietam? Ah, se conta, conte por contar, e é tudo o que fica dessa canseira! Se é com uma outra intenção, deixe-se disso -  reprima-se, deite-se, tome uma pastilha e durma a noite toda, porque o que possa ficar da sua memória sobre a minha memória não vale a casca de um fruto deixado a meio dum prato.(CM, 41,42)

It is obvious that Lepecki’ s and Lídia Jorge’s words, the latter by means of her main character Eva Lopo, are not meant to deny the role of History in the contemporary world and culture, but rather to question it  on a dispassionate, lucid, and critical way. In the particular case of the author, this criticism is a result of her involvement with the world in which she is inserted. As one of the writers that began publishing after the revolution of 74, Jorge’s work often presents a reflection on issues that are directly connected with postrevolutionary Portugal in its multiple social, historical, and cultural dimensions. Her urge to reflect on the world around her is directly related to her vision of the writer as a social subject, whose intervention in society happens not politically, but rather aesthetically. To her, the writer has the ethic task to discover the mystery of the world, and to transmit it to the public (in Jornal de Letras 1995), never loosing however his or her freedom as creator. In her diversified work, we find a combination of a social and cultural reflection and aesthetic experimentalism. This happens for example, O Dia dos Prodígios and O Cais das Merendas, her two first novels, where the reflection on individual and national identity occurs in combination with creative and innovative uses of language and discourse. Not only do the different voices present in these texts transmit the different social layers and cultural aspects expected from a society after a revolution and in evolution. They equally propose the revision of old social and cultural roles and introduce the imperative presence of women as social and diversified actors in this new society – an ever recurring aspect of her novels to follow.  As Lígia Silva correctly mentions in her essay “(re) Telling History: Lídia Jorge’s O Dia dos Prodígios”:

In O Dia dos Prodígios and in Lídia Jorge’s subsequent novels such as O Cais das Merendas (1982), A Notícia Silvestre (1987), or A Costa dos Murmúrios (1988), the privileging of the word and the world of dominated men and women suggests the possibility of multiple discourses that reflect the diversity of experiences where issues of class, gender, and race intermingle. It also opens a space for a reading of the different experiences of women in a variety of social relations, contradicting the essentialized notion of women as a homogeneous entity.” (Silva 1999, 19).

Contrary to what some might expect, the author’s emphasis on female characters as the particular interpreters of changing times and consequently her reflection on female identity is not related to a feminist ideology, but rather to her familiarity with the condition of women. As she says in an interview to Stephanie d’Orey: 

I think my novels take stock of a Mediterranean image of woman. Their strength is powerful and subversive, more invisible than socially apparent. Politics may still pass them. (…) As I am not a feminist writer, in the traditional sense, I don’t portray them as victims; neither do I give them good characters to contrast the evil ones I’m not constructing a simplistic dichotomy. Humankind has two faces – the angelic and the savage. My women too. The lament I make about the human condition is staged mainly around the women because I am more familiar with them. And also Portuguese women have been the interpreters of the most violent change. I cannot help but echo such difficult times.” (in D’Orey 1999: 168).

Something similar can be said about the female narrators and main characters of A Costa dos Murmúrios and O Vale da Paixão. Not portrayed as victims, they are, however, the witnesses and/or the ones experiencing (traumatic) changes that not only affect them individually but also have serious repercussions for the collectivity to which they belong. 
It is not my purpose to offer a thorough analysis of A Costa dos Murmúrios and O Vale da Paixão. I would rather like to share with you some of my views regarding the dialogue both novels establish in the representation of female identity as a site of resistance to the dominant patriarchal order. 

The two novels share a fragmented nonlinear chronological narration covers a period respectively of 20 and 30 years. As they present traumatic events that took place in the individual lives of the two narrators in very precise historical periods, these fragmented and quite often repetitive narratives become the site where individual traumas acquire a collective dimension, giving therefore expression to the articulation between the individual and the collective. In A Costa, the two apparently independent parts not only establish a bridge between the individual past of the young Evita in Beira and the present of the much older Eva Lopo in Portugal. By doing it, they equally deal with the politically and historically opposed colonial and postcolonial times. In the first and shorter part entit​led “Os Gafan​ho​tos”, a heterodiegetic narra​tor tells the events that took place during the wed​ding​ party of the young lieute​nant Luís Alex and his bride Evita in Beira, during the colo​nial war in Mozambi​que. The second and much longer part is told by Eva Lopo, alias Evita of “Os Gafan​ho​tos” who, twenty years later, gives her much longer and diffe​rent version of the events. During her narration, Eva Lopo constantly addresses a listener (to some critics the journalist of “Os Gafanhotos”) as if she were correcting his version of the events. However, her versi​on is far more than just a simple correction of “Os Gafanhotos”, since it questions ontological issues regarding Truth, History, and Reality, and with it official History. In O Vale, the unnamed female narrator and main character recalls about fifty years of her family story that covers past events as back in time as the second World War, the Salazar Regime, and the carnation revolution of 1974. Directed to an unknown listener, her recollection of events and impressions seems to have one main subject: to recuperate the memory of her father/uncle Walter. The enfant terrible of both the patriarchal family Dias and rural community of Valmares in Algarve, Walter left home, country, and his pregnant mistress Marian Ema decades ago to pursue a life of adventure. Left alone and dishonoured, Maria Ema was offered the solution of marrying the eldest son of the Dias family Custódio in order to save her honour and give her daughter the solution of a (false) paternity. With nothing left of this absent real father/uncle except a few and forbidden memories by the family Dias with whom she grows up, Walter’s daughter/niece seems to be condemned to her confused identity and her memories of him as an illegitimate child. The narrative becomes the site where she comes to term with her memory of her father/uncle which culminates when, after his death, she receives his army blanket as a symbol of his accepted paternity and after having buried seems to reach finally interior peace. 

Despite their different plots and historical contexts, the two novels establish a dialogue with regard to the dominant thought and morality expressed that allows us a critical understanding of Portuguese culture and identity. The political regime that did not participate in the Second World War but welcomed it on an ideological and political level, was the same one that started and kept another kind of war in the Portuguese colonies in Africa. In both cases we sense the same ideology, the same hunger of domination and even repression, and the same will to subjugate the (racial) Other.
We can see a few examples of this dialogue in the following fragments O Vale and of  A Costa:

Fragment from O Vale

Sim, se Portugal entrasse na Guerra, mandando expedicionários, e se Walter fosse um deles, das duas uma – ou morria ou se salvava. Se morresse, poderia ser condenado postumamente, e até ele mesmo receberia a medalha e alguém viria tocar uma trompete junto da sua pedra. E se porventura se salvasse, o que também era provável, ou pelo menos possível, não viria mais o mesmo. Por certo que viria tisnado, esfalfado, emagrecido, sabendo o que significava o esforço, a doença e a morte. Forçosamente que viria sério. Não correria mais naquela charrete, não lhe estafaria a égua, não cantaria mais aquelas canções desgraçadas de que repetia sempre os mesmos pedaços, enquanto desenhava. - << Charlie, Charlie...>>”. (O Vale, 66, 67) 

Mas em vez do filho, [Francisco Dias] encontrou um comandante que o fez sentar numa cadeira estofada, sem mandar chamar Walter Glória Dias, que já não era soldado, era cabo. Por muito que lhe custasse  a acreditar, na instrução, Walter Dias tinha sido o primeiro a rastejar, a espadeirar, a saltar muros, a enfiar espadas em fardos de palha. E era ainda o primeiro no tiro, o mais rápido nas marchas, nas travessias dos charcos, tinha sido o primeiro a conduzor o carro do comandante e o mais rápido a pôr o pé em frente, quando fora perguntado, durante uma formatura, quem estava disposto a ir defender o poder português na Índia. O cabo Walter Glória Dias estava alistado para partir para Goa. 
(...)
E depois duma espera que não tinha fim, Walter aparecera à porta para responder se preferia reparar essa falta [gravidez de Maria Ema] ou ir prestar serviço para a Índia, e aí permanecera calado. O comandante, porém, empurrou a decisão. Disse que iria ser muito difícil provar que a falta fora de Walter. Que Francisco Dias pensasse bem, que não tirasse o futuro ao seu próprio filho (...) Assim, o seu filho mais novo iria em missão, assobiando, na amurada do paquete Pátria. (O Vale, p. 75,76)

Fragments from A Costa

Mas era conhecida a opinião do General sobre a travagem demográfica que deveria ser planificada contra a explosão dos cafres. Nisso os bóeres estavam a ser uns cretinos  de sussurro bíblico e biblicamente haveriam de se arrepender. Como é que os bóeres não aplicavam métodos de contensão demográfica contra os cafres? A cafraria estava a avançar sobre os boéres como a sombra duma pesada nuvem. E no entanto conheciam os métodos.
	<<Mas que métodos?>> - perguntou uma mulher de tenente de longo cabelo passado a ferro.
	<<Por favor, minha senhora! Nunca ouviu falar de esterilização compulsiva? E de esterilização persuasiva? Nunca ouviu falar da oferta dum rádio, dum simples rádio a troco da castração voluntária? Nunca ouviu? Por mim, minha senhora, estou com o nosso General – bastaria apenas anular os serviços de assepsia, para a natalidade inflectir como uma linha que se some!>>
	O capitão piloto-aviador ria. Havia descrença no seu lábio de piloto rindo.
	<< O black não vai nisso! Nem pense, meu major. O Black adora propalar a espécie porque sabe que é preciso fazer muitos e rápidos para ficar com uns quantos! O black pensa assim. O Black pensaria que se passasse lá na floresta com um rádio dando música americana, a troco da castração, até os animais saberiam que ali estava um black que não colaboraria mais com a propalação da espécie. O black teria vergonha de passar diante dos pombos e das galinhas do mato com todos aqueles ovos. Ele não distingue obejcto de sujeito e julgaria que os pombos arrulhavam dái em diante contra a sua coisa inerte...>> (A Costa, p. 24,25)

(...)
A ordem – o noivo achava, triste – era uma palavra de pedra que ness tempo rescendia do chão, nãpo precisando de ser matida. Essa fora a pouca sorte, por exemplo, da geração de homens que naquela tarde tinham atravessado o hall, no momento em que escurecia. Eles nunca tinham tido a oportunidade de se distinguir com um disparo de pistola sequer, quanto mais com um centímetro de cicatriz semelhante 1ª do capitão Forza Leal. A nação estava cheia de gente que nunca assistira a outra cena de combate que não fosse a dum ridículo distúrbio à porta dma taerna, dois bêbados com dois galos na testa, dois menos bêbados pegando os outros pelas costas. E de resto, só paz, uma dormente paz. A paz do país, no tempo do General, deveria ter aprecido uma pedreira adormecida. Estava triste.
	Estava triste e não parava, pensando na multidão dos rapazes portugueses traídos que haviam visto as rugas preguearem os olhos, com as armas paradas. Sobretudo depois da Segunda Guerra, num país que a não tinha tido – o noivo lembrava, o noivo sabia História, o noivo queria que eu [Eva Lopo] reparasse, que me lembrasse dos campos metropolitanos. (A Costa, p.58)

In a brief comparison of the four fragments, we are struck by the dialogue they establish in their implicit and explicit expression of nationalism, imperialism, and colonialism, as well as the consequences this has on individual identity. 
To begin with the first one, it would seem that the moral principles of responsibility and honour defended by Francisco Dias and imposed by him on his son Walter (even if it would cost him his death) would be more than accepted and welcomed within the political, social and moral context of the Estado Novo, since they represent the patriarchal moral and cultural values maintained in and defended by the regime. However, when confronted with ‘higher’ objectives related to the defence of the colonies and therefore of national and imperialist honour, these values seem to become rejected since they can come in conflict with the national ones. Individual moral principles and most particularly the respect and defence of female honour become therefore insignificant when compared to the defence of the nation. The fact that Walter’s irresponsible and disrespectful conduct to women is justified or at least forgiven by his courage and potential role in fighting for the nation, shows in a vary clear way that Francisco Dias’s moral principles, how righteous they may be in times of peace, do not count when the interests of the Nation are in cause. 
In the fragments of A Costa, these principles not only acquire very clear racist features, but even touch the intentions and even aims of genocide. Courage, heroism, and the defence of national values go hand in hand with violence in general and with the destruction of the racial Other in particular. It all becomes part of the idea of Nation as shared sacrifice, suffering, and life, as Renan already defined in 1882: “To have common glories in the past and to have ac common will in the present: to have performed great deeds together, to wish to perform still more – these are the essential conditions for being a people. (…) More valuable by far than common customs posts and frontiers conforming to strategic ideas is the fact of sharing, in the past, a glorious heritage and regrets, and of having, in the future, [a shared] programme to put into effect, or the fact of having suffered, enjoyed, and hoped together. (…) and, indeed, suffering in common unifies more than joy does.”(Renan in Bhabha 1990, p. 19)

What is then the place occupied by women in this phallocentric ideology and world, we might ask. It is quite evident that there is no place for them. Just to give a brief example, the wives of the officers that take part in the war are expected to stay inside the Stella Maris, doing nothing but echoing and reinforcing the ideology they husbands serve. And as for the women of the Dias family, they too are expected to serve and reproduce the mentality they grew up with or at least apparently to follow it. 
Yet, if they too sometimes belong to the often dominated and figuratively and literally abandoned Other, as both novels show us, they definitely do not occupy the position of victims, as Lídia Jorge herself mentions in her interview mentioned above. Even though Evita might look to be caught in the colonialist and military world she encounters in Beira, Eva Lopo’s critical version of that world in which she subverts its ideology and exposes the crimes committed in name of it, is sufficient to redeem her younger self from her dominates position. In O Vale, even though on the one hand and, within a patriarchal and bourgeois thought and order, Maria Ema seems the embodiment of the dishonoured and deceived woman (as a consequence of Walter’s irresponsible and immature conduct), on the other hand her dishonour also becomes a challenge to the same patriarchal thought and order, as Lígia Silva correctly observes (Silva, p.142). To be more precise, her dishonour is also the evidence of her transgressive desire, as it escapes the control of the dominating order. Furthermore, as it recuperates the past and the present of mother and daughter and consequently their existence and subjectivity, the narrative of O Vale becomes a clear example of empowerment of female identity and sexuality. I therefore disagree about this last aspect with Lígia Silva, to whom Maria Ema is the symbol of patriarchal possession while her daughter’s body represents the rebellion against that possession, especially when we think about her multiple relationships with men (Silva, p.143). In my view they can both be regarded as challenging the patriarchal order, even though with visible differences in this challenge.

Even though at a first sight quite paradoxically, the retrospective and fragmented enunciation through which the two narrators transmit a feeling of strangeness and/or estrangement about themselves and about the world in which they live, is another example of this empowered female identity. 

In the case of A Costa, this fragmentation and estrangement is particularly clear in Eva Lopo’s narrative, and evident in her frequently repeated words “[Nesse tempo] Evita era eu.” (p. 48), with which she seems to acknowledge her fractured identity, divided between the younger and so-called Evita of “Os Gafanhotos” and the much older and overtly cynical Eva Lopo. This fracture or fragmentation, removing the illusion of a unita​ry self (Derek Parfit mentioned in Brison 1997:20), has been inter​preted quite differently by the critics. To Rui de Azevedo Teixe​ira, the ‘loss’ of the diminutive ‘ita’ of Evita by Eva Lopo symbolizes the passing of time and her evolution to adulthood (Teixeira 1998:13​3). Recognizing the distance between her past and present selves, Ronald de Sousa sees in the diffe​rence be​tween the names also a sign of autho​rity from Eva Lopo’s side toward the recalled events (Sousa forthcoming). As to Ana Paula Fer​reira, the division between Eva Lopo and Evita must not be considered as just two phases of a continuous undivided sub​ject, but correspond to the Biblical construction of woman as “apparent​ly angelic and frail, yet seductive and cunning being.” (Ferreira 1992:274)​[1]​. Finally, to Paulo de Medeiros who bases himself on Susan Brison’s work on the survival of trauma vic​tims, Evita’s isolation and limita​tion to a specific time and place corresponds to Eva Lopo’s need to survive a highly trauma​tic past. (Mede​iros 1999:​75). Her narrative becomes therefore the expression of this need. As Brison says: “One must (physically, publicly) say or write (or paint o film) the narrative, and others must see or hear it, in order for one’s survival as an autonomous self to be complete”. (Brison 1997: 29).
And indeed, her fragmented self is her way to cope with her possibly antagonistic and traumatized self, as a result of directly or indirectly having witnessed the crimes committed during the war. However, we should not forget that, as the fragmentation of Eva Lopo’s self is not re​stricted to the name of Evita, but also presents other sides through expres​sions such as the “noiva” (the bride) and “a mulher do alferes” (the Lieute​nant's wife), it equally involves the community in which she lives. As they are indicati​ve of the social and relational roles she has to play in it, these expressions suggest a further frag​men​tation of her self and of her identity that is directly related to the other characters and therefore to this community. As John Gillis says: “The core meaning of any individual or group identity, namely, a sense of sameness over time and space, is sustained by remembering; and what is remembered is defined by the assumed identity.” (Gillis 1994:3). As it becomes a sign of her detachment from the colonial world of the Stella Maris and metonymically of the Portuguese regime, with its crimes and lies, her fragmented identity becomes her effort to cope with traumas that are individual and collective, at a time.
Even though we can not detect a clear narration to a listener in O Vale, we can also speak of the narrator’s similar intention to give testimony to someone. Here too we are confronted with a fragmented text where the first person of the singular “I” often alternates with the expression “A filha de Walter” in an effort to cope with her individual trauma: her rejection by her father and consequently by the rest of her family. 
Trauma and the exercise of memory as a means of recovering one’s identity are therefore central in O Vale and object of very diverse reflections by critics. Just to mention a few, Maria Graciete Besse takes the myth of Orpheus as departing point for her essay, in order to liberate the narrator of her oppressive paternal memory, in an “percurso órfico não-linear”, as Ana Paula Ferreira calls it s (Ferreira, p.20). While she delineates her analysis between opposites that are essential for her understanding of the novel such as family and trauma, testimony and obscurity, and objects and their inscription, Leonor Buescu opts, on her turn, for demonstrating the very impossibility of witnessing, of telling, and of recognizing one’s origins. (Buescu 49-73).
My mentioning of a few of the excellent essays written on O Vale has the purpose of emphasizing the view on female identity as an act of resistance and empowerment towards the emptiness caused by paternal and family rejection. I therefore would like to mention in particular Cláudia Pazos Alonsos’s essay “<<Quem estava a mais era eu>>: Ilegitimidade e a construção da identidade em O Vale da Paixão” as a good example of this view. Pazos Alonso sees the arrival of the Walter’s old military blanket as the main event that triggers the narrator’s repeated journey to the past and her consequent therapeutic mourning (Alonso, p. 61), which equally becomes the questioning and further liberation of the mythicized and haunting memory of the father. This questioning and consequent self -liberation is only possible when she starts recognizing her inner conflicts as rejected and illegitimate daughter. 
















^1	  This analysis of Ana Paula Ferreira is particularly relevant if we consider Eva Lopo’s own words, confirming this duality: “ Como sabe, eu fui Evita - um nome que parece frágil se associado à inocência. Evita contudo já tinha pêlo vermelho, sua barbicha de bode.” (p. 204). “As you know, I was Evita - a name that seems fragile when associated with innocence. Evita, however, already had red hair and goat's whiskers.”(The Coast, p.213).
